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FIGURES’ BECOMING
For my MFA thesis show at the University of California, Riverside, I am 
presenting a group of paintings on canvas and linen. These paintings range in 
size from the smallest, 8 x 8 inches, to the largest, 6 feet x 15 feet. Materials 
include acrylic and oil paint, pastel, charcoal, ink, tape, and polyester flocking. 
They have all been made in the past two years. My goal is straightforward: to 
make great paintings, breaking new ground in the history of painting. I will begin 
this essay by discussing several artists who have influenced my practice, and 
some of the key interests and concerns central to my investigation.
THE MASTERS
I. Cezanne
The apples, the jug, the table cloth, the red dress - all of the objects in Cezanne’s 
painted world demonstrate his disregard of the techniques established by the 
history of painting. The ellipses on the jugs, vases, and plates all seem to be 
slightly off, in many of his paintings the horizontal line of a table behind a still life 
refuse to line up. I was dumbfounded when I first learned how he constructed his 
paintings. I remember the moment I registered the multiple vanishing points and 
the various times of day represented in a single painting. He treated everything 
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depicted, including the people, the wallpaper, the unseen negative space, equally 
as forms and objects. A red dress, a thing full of shadow and texture, becomes 
flat. A blue wall in the background of a scene is forced forward, competing with 
the dress. This flatness is enhanced by Cezanne’s use of multiple perspectives 
that he depicts in each and every painting. Such a technique overrides the idea 
of a painting as a window, or an ideal representation, and announces itself as 
paint on a canvas. All of these inventions came to be because Cezanne denied 
the illusionism painting had previously employed and relied upon. What really 
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fig.1. Paul Cezanne, Madame Cezanne in a Red Dress, 1888-1890
excited me was that Cezanne, before Abstract Expressionism and Clement 
Greenberg, achieved a representational painting that deconstructs itself and 
becomes paint. It felt like the rules of the game had changed, it was a liberation. 
No longer was the goal how well one could illustrate something, but to express 
the freedom of the act of painting and seeing. This liberation is vital to my ability 
to paint freely, to seek out the unknown and surprise myself.
THE WOMEN PAINTERS
I owe Cezanne and Matisse for my original attraction to painting and the creative 
possibilities they opened up to me. There are several contemporary female 
painters however who have directly impacted my practice, to whom I owe my 
drive to paint and push forward. These women all are working in the last half of 
the 20th century to today, resist convention each in their own way, and transfer a 
certain energy to the canvas.
I. Rebecca
At the first school I attended in the United States, I studied painting with Rebecca 
Morris from 2009 to 2010. On the first day of her painting class, she had us all 
run along the balcony of the 4th floor where the painting classrooms were located 
in Pasadena City College. We ran three or four laps around the building. I 
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remember being confused and not sure why I was running for a painting class, 
thinking perhaps this was part of the “Great American Education” I had heard so 
much about while growing up in Hong Kong, I wasn’t sure. Confused, excited and 
exhausted, Rebecca told us to stand in front of our easels and to start painting 
right away. She said, “Remember this feeling, this is how you should feel every 
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fig.2. Rebecca Morris, Untitled (#16-15), 2015
time you approach a canvas.” My heart was beating fast, my body was warm and 
I was out of breathe. I do not remember specifically what I painted, but I do 
remember painting vigorously, and how I was moving my body. I will never forget 
this moment. Since then, I have been acutely aware of the level of excitement I 
feel every time I set out to make a painting, energy I then try to transfer to the 
work. It is physical. Feeling then became a very important component for me to 
create work. 
I remember visiting Rebecca’s studio and seeing her work in person, her 
paintings are casual and feminine but bold. Patterns are thinly applied on the 
canvas, nothing is perfectly masked, moments of silver spray paint cracking on 
top of oil paint, but despite all of this the work avoids being sloppy. It, or she, felt 
confident, a kind of confidence that struck me as a woman painter. I remember 
thinking that Rebecca makes paintings following HER OWN rules.
II. CHARLINE VON HEYL
Every Charline von Heyl painting looks wildly different from one another, each 
operating by its own, unique logic with its own surprise. This is due to the fact 
that she paints a different subject in each painting but also uses a different 
approach. Each part of the painting is being rendered so differently that each of 
these moments almost becomes an object, and the painting itself becomes an 
image that is being constructed with these objects — it is a compositional 
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fracture. For me, von Heyl defies the mainstream because her work is always 
changing, from painting to painting, from mark to mark. When something is 
consumed by enough people in order to enter the mainstream, when it achieves 
a certain amount of popularity, there has to be some continuity or predictability. 
Some reliable satisfaction or some kind of formula. Uncomfortable, or 
compositionally uneven moves prevent that type of popular consumption. To 
push her painting beyond designs, as she mentioned in many interviews, von 
Heyl makes each painting anew, she makes one-offs, and moves on to make a 
new problem. This resonates with my approach to each new painting. To be able 
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fig.3. Charline von Heyl, Yellow Guitar, 2010
to surprise oneself, I think it is important to deliberately avoid a formula and each 
painting should address a new subject with a new sets of problems. 
Each painting presents itself and its own set of unique problems and how 
those problems are being solved, or left unsolved. I feel like each of von Heyl’s 
paintings has its own life — it was made, and it left the artist and became its own 
thing. In an ArtForum article titled “Statements of Intent,” Mark Godfrey quotes 
von Heyl saying, “I want to get abstraction to a point where it screams that it is 
something: a representation and a thing” (Godfrey, 300). Each painting has its 
own tensions that draw attention to themselves but also quickly redirect our 
attention to other parts of the painting. These tensions are often created by 
putting together things that do not normally meet. For example in Yellow Guitar 
(2010) or Regretsy (2009), the modernist grid or cubist line-work interacts with 
fleshy pink shapes or a paper cut-out that is rendered with an old master color 
palette or flat black paint, all next to a painted knife. What freedom! It is like she 
is using art history, or the history of painting, to create an image that belongs to 
nothing but itself and becomes unburdened by that history. Stolen masterful 
strokes, out of context and history, paired with a cartoony form, democratizes the 
hierarchy of styles. Consequently, each painting is drastically different, avoiding a 
singular style, so each canvas has its own life.
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III. Heilmann 
     
I’m going to play Jefferson Airplane’s White Rabbit while I write about this 
painting; I’m going to be cliche when I talk about Mary Heilmann. I have never 
seen this painting in real life but I remember when I saw it in a text book for the 
first time, I think it had a really big impact on my painting. She is so economical, 
that is something I was immediately attracted to. In this painting, as in many 
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fig.4. Charline von Heyl, Regretsy, 2009
others, look how little she does to imply a perspective, a depth. The grid recedes, 
creating the idea of space, but still using the good old grid. Then the drip! In an 
Art21 interview she says casually while she lets paint drip off her brush, “and 
THERE is my post-modern drip RIGHT there!” She stops your trip into the 
rendered space with the dripping shapes, forms that immediately signify the 
AbEx drip. Its a fuck-you. You start looking down into the space she suggests, 
down the grid toward the back, then all of a sudden you are stopped. The 
dripping field, as if that receding space is a landscape that has started to melt, 
stops your read of a narrative space and flattens the whole image, back to 
painting. It denies your idea and ends your happy little journey. 
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fig.5. Go Ask Alice, Mary Heilmann, 2006
I was introduced to Mary Heilmann’s work in Rebecca’s class. I learned 
that Heilmann, another contemporary American female painter who deals in 
abstraction, thinks about what kind of response the viewer would have standing 
in front of her work. Her goal is and has been to be “on the edge, original, and 
going against the status quo” (Art21). There is an undeniable attitude of rebellion 
in her work - she is a rockstar and her work is moving. I related to her realization 
that making “Willem de Kooning paintings” was not what she wanted to do when 
attempting to make abstract expressionist work. I feel like she wants to enjoy the 
discoveries and freedoms made possible by Modernism — respecting the 
physical properties of color, form and material — without sacrificing her humanity 
and freedom of spirit. I find Mary Heilmann’s work to be full of energy, she 
manages to express an array of emotions and trigger complex feelings in the 
viewer from “freedom, lifted spirit feeling, loneliness, lost, enjoyment, 
claustrophobia, etc.” as she says in her Art21 interview.
In Go Ask Alice, the colors are very bright, saturated and similar in value. 
They vibrate with one another. Such color pairings generate excitement. 
Heilmann sources her colors from cartoons. In that same Art21 she describes 
walking into a room one evening as the sun is setting and the room is just 
starting to get dark. The TV is on and it is inside a large wooden cabinet and the 
Simpsons is playing. She describes a pink halo cast by the TV in the wooden 
cabinet, and she wonders aloud how many pinks might be in the Simpsons. 
 10
Thats how she made one of her amazing pink paintings I had the great privilege 
to see. 
Mary Heilmann is a very different artist from Charlene Von Heyl. 
Charlene’s paintings are each their own little universe. They seem to leave the 
artist somehow, there does not seem to be a strong signature, from piece to 
piece. Heilmann on the other hand is totally opposite. I saw the incredible show 
of Heilmann’s at Hauser and Wirth in 2018 and I immediately understood why 
seeing many of her paintings all together at once is so affective and supports 
 11
fig.6. Mary Heilmann, Pink Crush, 2018
what is so strong about her work. I realized that, unlike Von Heyl, each of 
Heilmann’s works operate more as discrete pieces, not wholes. You see one of 
her paintings and you say without any hesitation THAT is a Mary Heilmann. Her 
world is not in a single painting, but across many works, maybe across her entire 
body of work. Not that each painting is contingent on one another, like a diptych, 
but how the work is read is not so total or contained. It is the relationship 
between each painting that is to be admired — the energy, the economy, how 
little you can do to signify something. I admire Heilmann the painter, and her 
entire practice. In this way I refuse the request to deconstruct just one of her 
paintings, but I did what I could. 
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fig.7. Mary Heilmann, Stalemate, 2018
GRAVITATING TOWARD THE FIGURE
I. Abstraction
I realized what I am drawn to most of these women painters is the energy 
emitting from their canvases.  There is something fast and confident, some act of 
resistance across the work of all three painters. It clarified to me my own goal in 
painting — to try and resist the “mainstream,” attempt to break the rules. I am 
inspired by these women but we all have our own unique battles in different 
generations, so I need to do things differently.
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fig.8. Mary Heilmann, Save the Last Dance for Me, 1979
My practice had been focused on creating problems of abstraction and 
working through each painting with that set of limitations. This meant painting 
non-representational paintings using the toolkit of abstract mark making in order 
to sabotage what would be considered a “good” abstract painting art historically. 
It was something impulsive - I would make a bold shape, say two sloppy yellow 
circles, then react to those marks in the opposite way of what might look tasteful 
or handsome. I wanted to work against some of the rules I had learned in my 
traditional painting education.  I practiced making “ugly” work with a sloppy 
approach in an effort to challenge beauty and question what we seem to agree is 
aesthetically beautiful or tasteful. In “Flipping and the Rise of Zombie Formalism”, 
Walter Robinson described formalist abstraction as a “walking corpse […] a chic 
strangeness, a mysterious drama, a meditative calm—that function well in the 
realm of high-end, hyper-contemporary interior design.” Formalist abstractions 
are elegant and elemental, and that became something that I wanted to rebel 
from. 
After eight years of trying to make these abstract, “ugly paintings”, this 
practice had lost its potency, or perhaps its challenge. I have realized in hindsight 
that this attempt was far from revolutionary. In Godfrey’s essay, he describes the 
implicit  awareness of several contemporary female painters in having 
“understood that to base a practice on mapping abstractions’ failures or exposing 
styles of paint application as empty conventions was no longer valid” (Godfrey, 
297). One painter in particular, Amy Sillman, is quoted as saying that such 
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critiques are a “lazy cliche.” For me, the activity just became another taste game 
that I could not lose, once I became more fluent in these “bad” gestures, the 
challenge was gone and there was nothing left for me to push against and 
explore. No new questions would form.
With the challenge of abstraction for paint’s sake gone, I turned to 
representation. A decision that posed a new set of problems and challenges on 
top of the formal problems I had already been dealing with while making 
abstractions.
II. Turning Toward Figuration
A turn toward representation, without sacrificing my abstract approach, posed a 
new challenge. I had always thought that the camera was better suited for 
achieving representation and portraiture and landscapes never held my interest 
(who to paint? what to paint?). I gravitated toward the figure for its relatable, 
formal opportunities and instant emotional identification. I am not, however, 
interested in painting specific figures nor representing subjective bodies. The 
contour of a figure is immediately recognizable and carries a host of emotions 
that we identify with instinctively. Painting one specific person however, by 
providing facial details, expressions or any specific identity, replaces that basic, 
carnal ability to relate to a gesture, with thinking of the painted subject as another 
person. It becomes harder to project. 
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For the painting itself, less specificity provides me with more room and 
liberty to flatten the figure into the space. By avoiding representing a subjective 
body, I don’t have to respect the figure because its a specific person. Its just a 
shape, occasionally with a gender, that happens to be a vehicle for feelings. I do 
not depict facial features and costume or clothing. Instead, each part of the figure 
itself contains a painting. I want the painting to be expressive through the marks 
and affect instead of the the figures’ expressions. My goal is not describing a 
narrative or telling a story, which theater does better. I want to make work that is 
neither about taste, nor story telling, but something more central to painting and 
feeling itself. The whole painting is the figures’ becoming.
III. Emotional Gesture
I quickly gravitated toward abstraction when I first came to painting, and I have 
nothing but respect and admiration for that lineage of making. Working in this 
manner was and is instrumental to my practice and development as a painter. It 
is how I learned about mark making and it opened my mind to a different way of 
creating content, away from representation or mimicry. It was, and is, an entire 
language with its own lexicon. But for me, there is no future in following the same 
route, because I believe the greatest of those paintings have already been made. 
Like many artists I am sure, I want to feel challenged and to challenge. I believe 
the answer lies somewhere in the middle of so many methods (abstraction, 
 16
figuration, optics, impressionism, cartoon, photorealism, etc.), I can only succeed 
if I can surprise myself. This requires impulse and a bit of blunder.
Without having a very clear vision of what kind of figures I would paint, I 
started looking at and painting classical, figurative sculptures such as Auguste 
Rodin’s The Kiss. I was interested in depicting lovers and their combined 
emotional gesture, as well as their volume and mass. I figured I would use the 
sculpture’s body as my “canvas”, to explore different ways of dealing with signs, 
mark making, and using marks to represent certain gestures.
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fig.9. Auguste Rodin, The Kiss, 1901-4
I was thinking about the performative nature of the figures in my paintings. 
The initial paintings looked like they were on pedestals. I then started thinking 
about the stage and the performance of intimacy, and how I could depict that 
type of gesture. The idea of performing intimacy interests me, perhaps acting out 
something so personal before an audience of strangers feels a bit like making 
art.
Thinking about intimate gestures being performed and witnessed — the 
idea of viewing and/or observing from outside the canvas, led me to push the 
idea by incorporating more graphic content, and dealing with lust and voyeurism. 
Gestures that express emotion, including kissing, embracing, touching and 
various intimate expressions associated with lovers, are often portrayed in 
theater, cinema, photography, and literature. These topics seem to be universal 
and are something that people can feel and relate to. Despite any specific 
narrative or particular subjective emotional experience, two bodies touching or 
embracing or kissing — what I am calling gestures of love — always recall 
something familiar, something tactile. 
Once drawn into these intimate, human moments, the viewer will be 
confronted with the physicality of the painting in all of its flatness and paint 
handling. The result is a hybrid of figuration and abstraction where non-specific 
but universally “emotional” expressions or gestures become vehicles and/or 
containers for the painting’s becoming. This process has led me to consider 
various themes and issues around what I call the emotional gesture, and to 
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explore different ways of pursuing this hybrid experience between figuration and 
abstraction.
THE HUMAN BODY
In Rodin’s sculpture The Kiss (1882), he presents the form of an embracing 
couple, nudes intertwined in one another’s arms. The sculpture was based on a 
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fig.10. Pui Tiffany Chow, The Kiss, 2017
13th century noblewoman’s affair from Dante’s Inferno, an affair that occurred 
while the woman was reading about Lancelot and Guinevere of the Arthurian 
legend. The sculpture’s release caused a controversy, such eroticism was still 
taboo culturally despite its literary reference. The sculpture was considered 
unsuitable for display and Rodin was called a radical. Rodin’s true motivation 
however was purely technical, he wanted to make an homage to the female form 
and their bodies. For Rodin, the bodies featured in the story from Dante’s Inferno 
became the vehicle for his revolutionary (and sloppy!) Kiss.
I. Exploring Lust and Intimacy
In considering the story of the controversial exhibition of Rodin’s The Kiss, I 
wonder what such embracing figures, the idea of “lovers”, and love, now 
saccharine and cliche, means today? If the idea of the private life is such a 
compelling subject in our contemporary society, what is the position of a gesture 
of loving? I am interested in this theme of lovers in my recent paintings through 
the depiction of figures engaged in slightly obscene, sexual gestures, but the 
result is far from controversial. This then begs the question what is the status of 
the representation of the sexual gesture today.
According to Vilem Flusser, our “codified world is a sex shop”,  and he 
argues that sex and love are inseparable gestures. The representation of sex 
today is far from just a simple tool for love and more of a tool of capital. We all 
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know that sex is used as a means of attraction and as a tool for marketing. Sex 
sells, we use the image of sex, to portray love, to sell. Images of sex saturate 
advertisements as big as billboards to as small as our screens and as personal 
as on social media posts by people we know. “Love” is a sexy couple embracing, 
traveling, eating brunch. How, in this hyper sexualized visual landscape, are we 
not to believe that "our capacity to love is lost" (Flusser)? Further supporting the 
idea that sex and love are inseparable gestures, images of love, tenderness and 
intimacy, are equally prevalent in advertising.
It seems that the gesture of loving cannot be private under such conditions 
of romantic exhibitionism. These personal and supposedly intimate moments of a 
couple's life served up for public consumption provide great examples of today's 
blurred public and private realms and illuminate a shift in the cultural barometer 
for sexual tolerance and/or appetite. What was once a pornographic gesture at 
the end of the 19th century in France is now charming and tasteful.
Often times, the way we encounter intimacy today is conditioned by 
technology, marked now by the way our hands and eyes move across tiny 
handheld screens. Scrolling, swiping and our speedy glances at the flat screen 
are becoming the new techniques of our bodies. Voyeurism and performing 
intimacy became normal. It makes one wonder whether this new technology is 
not suppressing our imagination, and flattening our physical and emotional 
landscape. Perhaps these are some of the reasons that depicting expressions of 
intimacy seem pertinent to me. Alain Badiou speaks to this hyper sexualization of 
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historically intimate gestures as a wide-scale advertising campaign and asserts 
that its presence is a threat to love. I am not interested in endorsing ideas that 
favor the past "good old days" but I do wonder how to reinvigorate our gestures 
of loving. What we do with our bodies is important to my painting, both in subject 
and in the fact that I paint. 
II. Figures Fracturing / Gestalt 
I am using the body to experiment with competitive marks. The body is a 
synonym for the whole, a totality. Like a landscape, it offers a readable cohesion. 
It is a home for fragments, and difference, and that home allows me to explore 
different ways of creating marks and form. The body is a place for surprises and 
discovery. Bodies cannot be separated, defined or fractured — they are 
autonomous wholes, understood all at once.
LOOKING AT LOOKING
When I realized that I wanted to move on from problematizing abstract gestures 
within the context of AbEx compositions, I starting doing two things; looking at 
representations of looking and making what I now call my Pleasure Paintings. I 
now understand that these two seemingly opposite impulses are vital to my 
current practice.
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I. Voyeurism
I began painting figures posed in different contexts that pushed the figure up out 
of the ground: on a stage and on a pedestal, as I mentioned previously. I was 
looking for an economical way to suggest a ground that would immediately 
indicate that the subjects were bodies to be looked at, without too much pictorial 
distraction. I also wanted something that indicated performance, or acting. I was 
taken with the theatricality of Rodin’s The Kiss, the presence that sculpture 
commands. I wanted to try and capture that presence with my morphing forms. 
But I felt hungry for something more, something to engage more directly with the 
looker or maybe myself, or both. Becoming more and more invested in the 
problems presented by these new figurative forms and their contexts, I started to 
hunt for the right environment. At first, I was interested in these figures positioned 
within some type of a spectacle - so on a stage. I love Hockney’s paintings of the 
stage, Oskar Schlemmer, and Robert Wilson’s stage design. They presented 
figures to be looked at in relatively paired down backgrounds, with all of the 
playful drama of theatrical presentations. But I think I was after something a bit 
more erotic, or taboo, because it is a cheap and efficient narrative way to hook 
the viewer. Besides looking at Japanese Shunga prints from the 17th and 18th 
century, I was also introduced to Koehi Yoshiyuki’s The Park series. The 
voyeurism of taking a photograph of people in a park having sex is one thing, but 
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taking a photograph of people watching people in the park having sex is quite 
another. Same with the Shunga prints, the voyeuristic series of people who are 
looking at people doing something elicit. Both projects propose an exciting 
removal, a feeling of alienation that also makes you feel implicated in the act. It 
made me realize that it was not only the stage, or fetishes of theatrical 
production, that I was interested in. It is the orientation of site, the performance of 
watching. Yoshiyuki’s photographs were also taken with a flash at night, and I 
was starting to think about light sources as a way of dealing with environment in 
a less specific way. Before seeing Yoshiyuki’s photographs, I made a painting 
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fig.11. Kohei Yoshiyuki, Untitled, 1972, from the series “The Park.”
Courtesy of Yossi Milo Gallery, New York City.
that included a large architectural form based loosely on a German Expressionist 
theatre set. This experiment immediately proved to me that situating the figures 
in an environment with a manmade structure shifts the viewers’ attention to ideas 
about culture and human society. I then understood that I am interested in 
something more fundamental to human experience and human exchange. Light, 
however, can provide a ground for my paintings without the burden of illustrating 
a specific time and place.
Continuing with this new interest, I referenced The Mocking of Christ by 
Gerrit van Honthorst (1617) to create a composition for a new diptych. The two 
panels feature a glowing orb in the center of the composition (half on each panel) 
with figures flanking the orb on each side. In this work, the glowing orb 
simultaneously operates as a subject alongside the figures, and as a light source 
that also serves as the ground. The light provides a ground that is an unspecific 
environment, avoiding any particular cultural narrative that might be implied by an 
architecture. At the same time, the light also provides a temperature — heat — a 
physical feeling for the painting. The symmetrical mirroring composition allows 
the viewer to look back and forth between the two panels, making comparisons 
and finding clues. This leads to the flipping of one’s perceptual experience. On 
one hand (wink, wink), one hand is painted in a way that approximates the form 
and shape of a real hand, rendered with just enough realism to point toward its 
referent; on an other hand, it is painted from my imagination, operating more like 
“failed realism” — so what I think I know how a hand looks like. Consequently, 
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this mirror image diptych allows the viewer’s eye and mind to flip back and forth 
between observation and imagination. Like tripping on LSD or listening to jazz, 
moments of clarity, or predictable realism, are constantly interrupted with 
moments of wild illusion. 
In the chapter “Couples and Triptychs" in The Logic of Sensation, Gilles 
Deleuze uses the idea of rhythm as a form of sensation. He describes three 
types; an “active” rhythm, a “passive” rhythm, and an “attendant” rhythm. He 
explains that it is in the triptych, with their separate panels, that this idea of 
rhythm is posed in a pure state. He proposes, “rhythm would cease to be 
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fig.12. Gerrit van Honthorst, The Mocking of Christ, 1617
attached to and dependent on a Figure: it is rhythm itself that would become the 
Figure, that would constitute the Figure” (Deleuze 60). He then brings up French 
composer Olivier Messiaen, discussing how he distinguished music the same 
way — between active rhythm, passive rhythm, and attendant rhythm. Deleuze 
quotes Messiaen, “imagine a scene in a play between three characters: the first 
acts in a brutal manner by hitting the second; the second character suffers this 
act, since his actions are dominated by those of the first; lastly, the third character 
is present at the conflict but remains inactive” (Deleuze 60). Traditional triptychs 
often include observers on the sides, so triptychs are great forms to carry out the 
distribution of Deleuze’s three basic rhythms. My triptych, on the other hand, is 
non-narrative, so it does not imply a progression or a story. I use figures, as 
Deleuze describes, as “a kind of Figure, torn away from figuration and stripped of 
every figurative function: a Figure-in-itself” (Deleuze 56). Morphing figures 
appear on each panel, all of whom function simultaneously as passive, active 
and attendant, each performing the gesture of “acting” (or posing), being looked 
at, and looking at.
I still wanted to engage with the idea of presentation, or looking at a stage. 
After several failures attempting to paint the architecture of a stage, or sets, I 
realized that the physical structure of the canvas might be able to achieve this 
better than any specific place I could suggest. So I decided to build a canvas the 
shape of a proscenium. It is a subtle arch, but I found it to be a very effective way 
of suggesting theatricality, and orient one’s gaze when working with multiple 
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panels. When looking at historical triptychs, the left and right panels were often 
pulled slightly inward. I wanted to use my shaped triptych to nod toward this 
precedent, the left and right panels suggesting a three dimensional position, but 
actually lying flat on the wall. I was also excited about the challenges this non-
rectilinear format would offer. 
Upon completing the first diptych Watching You Watching Me, I stepped 
away from portraying lovers/couples and I started to think about the mirror image. 
A mirror image has the ability to reveal differences, inviting the viewer to look 
back and forth between the similar forms to analyze their likeness, or the lack 
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fig.13. Pui Tiffany Chow, Watching You Watching Me, 2019
there of. I thought that employing symmetry and reflection might benefit my 
paintings, which seem to always end up becoming fractured. This way, the range 
of different types of marks I make can jump out and take center stage. 
Embarking on this new interest, I began a new triptych titled Where is the 
Undiscovered Cave. While researching painters that have engaged with 
reflection, I came across Caravaggio’s painting Narcissus, which depicts the 
figure Narcissus kneeling on the ground, regarding his own reflection in the 
water. As I mentioned before, I am drawn to this idea of looking at looking, so this 
painting became the perfect jumping off point for my new painting. 
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fig.14. Pui Tiffany Chow, Where is the Undiscovered Cave, 2019
There are two figure-like forms in the middle panel of Where is the 
Undiscovered Cave, the bottom one functioning as the direct reflection of the top 
figure on a horizontal access (as with Narcissus), while the left and right panels 
of the triptych more loosely reflect one another. My attempt to create a mirror 
image between the left and right panels involved using color and texture that 
resemble each other. For example, there is thick cream colored acrylic paint on 
the top right corner of the left panel and the bottom right corner of the right panel, 
creating a diagonal; or the egg like shape that is used on both panels, etc.
I soon came across the Latin myth of Echo and Narcissus and was excited 
by the relationship of echo, as a phenomenon, to reflection and its potential for 
my painting. This led to me to the next diptych, Echo. The forms in the panels 
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fig.15. Pui Tiffany Chow, Echo, 2019
mirror each other pretty straightforwardly and I repeated the outline of the forms, 
radiating outward to suggest a visualization of a sound, like an echo or a ripple. 
These strokes also approximate the lines used in cartoons to indicate movement. 
I then made the painting Jello ello llo lo o using the remnants of paint from my 
palette along with pieces of tape masks left over from Echo. Building in this way 
felt like actualizing an echo somehow and was an exciting new formal approach 
to the idea, hence the name is an echo of the Jello. This painting is also a 
Pleasure Painting, the first one I have done on a larger canvas.
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fig.16. Pui Tiﬀany Chow, Jello ello llo lo o, 2019
PLEASURE / SACRIFICE
Despite these new interests and references, I could not abandon abstract 
compositions all together. It’s like a hobby, and a fun, relatively mindless one. 
Sometimes when I am working on one of the new, figurative paintings, I will make 
a little abstraction on the side by smearing the left over paint on my paper palette 
onto a canvas. It feels like a dirty little pleasure. Little because I use little 
canvases, and dirty, because they are made with palette scraps. The color is 
almost incidental, like the exhaust from my “main” practice or problem I’m 
working on. It is also dirty because the pleasure of making those, of playing 
within the rules of taste, is too easy. They are small and handsome and 
reasonably balanced. The colors are determined, but the composition is achieved 
through chance. All of the qualities of a pretty abstraction!
It feels illicit to make a pure abstraction because it is fun and it is 
aesthetically rewarding in a way that is a dead end, unable to be problematized. I 
might be a bit cynical here, but I know I do not want to make art about cynicism. 
Sometimes pleasure is not so bad though — but the stakes are just too low. 
Pleasure alone is not a strong enough reason to make an artwork. Pleasure, and/
or satisfaction, is something I have come to sacrifice when I paint (maybe 
something like Cezanne sacrificing color for forms in order to portray what he 
thinks nature and reality is). However, it is still important for me and my practice 
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to have these pleasurable engagements while I am painting. Though they do not 
represent my larger investigation in painting, somehow I feel they provide me an 
opportunity to practice and touch base with what I love but must depart and 
evolve from. 
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fig.17. Paul Cezanne, Still Life with Apples, 1893-1894
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fig.18. Pui Tiffany Chow, Untitled (Pleasure Painting), 2018
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